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THE ST. PETERSBURG-TAMPA AIRBOAT LINE: 
90 DAYS THAT CHANGED 
THE WORLD OF AVIATION 
by Thomas Reilly 
 
   The city of St. Petersburg can legitimately take credit for many firsts. One of the most 
important, yet least known, is being the birthplace of commercial aviation. On January 1, 1914, 
on the sandy shores of Tampa Bay, the world’s first scheduled passenger airline service was 
inaugurated. Those directly responsible for the airline were Percival Elliott Fansler, Thomas 
Wesley Benoist and Antony Habersack Jannus, but several forward-thinking citizens of St. 
Petersburg, such as L.A. Whitney and Noel Mitchell, provided crucial assistance. Nevertheless, 
almost from the beginning, Tony Jannus received almost exclusive credit for the inaugural flight. 
The young man from Washington, D.C., garnered the accolades, the newspaper coverage and the 
memorials to his honor. To be sure, Jannus was the spark plug, the gifted public speaker and a 
well-respected pilot. However, launching the airline took the combined effort of many people, 
not just one individual. 
 
   The genesis of the airline can be traced to a 1,973-mile flight that Tony Jannus had taken in 
1912. From November 6 through December 16, Jannus made a well-chronicled flight from 
Anthony (“Tony”) Jannus. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Florida Aviation Historical 
Society.
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Omaha, Nebraska, to New Orleans. This forty-day trip was widely featured in American 
newspapers and magazines. Percival Fansler, a Purdue-educated salesman living in Jacksonville, 
Florida, avidly followed Jannus’s flight along the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers. Fansler wrote 
to Tom Benoist, owner of the Benoist hydroplane used by Jannus on the flight. According to 
Fansler, “After receiving two or three letters that dealt with the details and capabilities of the 
boat, the idea popped into my head that instead of monkeying with the thing to give ‘jazz’ trips I 
would start a real commercial line running from somewhere to somewhere else.”1 Benoist and 
Fansler agreed that Benoist would provide two flying boats and crews and that Fansler would 
serve as business manager, which included selecting a route and working out all details. 
 
   Fansler initially found little support for his proposal of a scheduled airline. He first approached 
the leaders of Jacksonville, who showed no interest. Unwilling to accept rejection, he boarded a 
train and headed to Tampa. There he presented an idea for an airline that would operate from 
Tampa to St. Petersburg. His presentation to Tampa officials in early December 1913 fell on deaf 
ears because Tampa businessmen and city officials did not care if people could easily travel 
between the two cities. To them, Tampa was the ultimate destination, not St. Petersburg. The 
Pinellas peninsula, site of St. Petersburg, had been part of Hillsborough County until 1911, when 
a bill creating an independent Pinellas County became law. Rivalry and even animosity domi-
nated relations between the two counties.2 
 
   Despite encountering rejection in both Jacksonville and Tampa, Fansler continued on to St. 
Petersburg. He was familiar with the area since he had recently sold a Buffalo road roller to 
Pinellas County, and he was struck with the opportunities available.3 In many ways St. 
Petersburg was the ideal city for an airline. The route from St. Petersburg to Tampa was a 
distance of only twenty-one miles, fifteen of which were along the shore of Tampa Bay. The 
winter weather was good, and the many tourists formed a pool of potential customers. Most 
importantly, St. Petersburg, located at the tip of a peninsula, remained effectively isolated from 
the rest of the world. The trip from St. Petersburg to Tampa by steamer took two hours. A train 
trip required eight to twelve hours. The drive by automobile was almost unthinkable, given the 
state of the roads. A trip by airplane would take only twenty minutes. 
 
   For Percival Fansler, Tampa Bay was familiar territory, but for Thomas Wesley Benoist, a St. 
Louis manufacturer of airplanes, flying boats and hydroplanes, a move to St. Petersburg 
represented a major undertaking. Benoist was motivated by economic considerations and, to a 
lesser extent, the wish to avoid local government interference. In addition to the sale of aircraft, 
Benoist derived a great deal of his income from exhibition flying. Throughout 1912 and 1913, 
Tony Jannus and the Benoist team had flown thousands of exhibition flights in the Midwest and 
South. Exhibitions and flying schools both sold airplanes. As the airplane became more familiar 
to the American public, demand for exhibition flying diminished. Moreover, the harsh St. Louis 
winters precluded daily flying. Benoist had also complained that the city of St. Louis had asked 
him for five dollars for a license to fly an airboat and that the state had added another ten 
dollars.4 Whether this was fifteen dollars a day, flight, or year, is unclear, but already Benoist 
looked upon St. Petersburg as an opportunity to teach flying, garner publicity and sell airplanes. 
 
   In his effort to sell their proposal, Fansler met first with Major Lew B. Brown, owner and 
editor of the St. Petersburg Evening Independent. Brown was taken by the idea and 
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recommended that Fansler meet with L.A. Whitney, secretary of St. Petersburg’s Board of Trade. 
Whitney quickly embraced the idea and pledged $1,200 of his own money to guarantee that the 
airline would meet its expenses. Whitney asked only that Fansler persuade St. Petersburg 
businessmen to match his pledge. Fansler’s next stop was the real estate office of Noel E. 
Mitchell, who was already familiar with Tony Jannus, having seen him fly in New York City 
only two months earlier. Mitchell agreed that St. Petersburg should have an airline and pledged a 
thousand dollars. Mitchell has been accused of being nothing more than a clever promoter, 
interested only in gaining publicity for his real estate business. Whatever his reasons, he 
financially backed the airline, and it became a reality. Fansler and Mitchell signed a preliminary 
contract that was drawn up on the back of a piece of Mitchell’s stationary. 
 
   On Friday, December 5, 1913, Fansler wired Benoist that it would be necessary for him to 
come to St. Petersburg. That same day, the S . Petersburg Daily Times reported: “With a fleet of 
hydro-aeroplanes running on schedule between St. Petersburg and Tampa, making the trip in 18 
minutes, and carrying passengers, a new ‘boat’ line which is likely to be established in the city 
will in all probability instantly become popular.”5 
 
Pictured in January 1914 (from left to right) were Tom Benoist, Roger Jannus, Tony Jannus, 
Heinrich Evers, and J.D. Smith. 
 
Photograph courtesy of St. Petersburg News Bureau.
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   While Fansler and Benoist worked out the details, Tony Jannus, Roger Jannus and J.D. Smith 
were flying exhibitions in Cairo, Illinois. After an appearance the trio went to Paducah, 
Kentucky, on December 11.6 
 
   The following week Benoist and members of St. Petersburg’s Board of Trade signed a contract 
setting the terms of the country’s first scheduled airline service. The contract, dated December 
17, 1913, read as follows: 
 
We, the undersigned businessmen to St. Petersburg, do this day promise to pay to the officers of 
the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line, fifty dollars a day through January and twenty-five dollars 
a day, through February and March, for every day, Monday to Saturday of each week over a period 
of three months, on which regularly scheduled flights from St. Petersburg to Tampa are made, 
regardless of passenger or cargo, and on scheduled time. 
 
It is understood that if the public takes to the air in sufficient numbers to pay costs of Airboat Line, 
such payments will be forfeit. 
 
The Benoist Aircraft Company, through its president, Thomas W. Benoist, does hereby promise 
and agree to furnish airboats, pilots and crew and maintain service on schedule two round trips 
daily for three months. 
 
Furthermore, the city of St. Petersburg agrees to build a hangar on the seawall of the North Mole to 
house the airboats when not in operation, and agrees to keep the Central Yacht Basin and Bay in 
front of the Basin, free from boat traffic during the hours of scheduled flights. 
 
   The backers of the airline were Charles A. Hall, O.T. Railsback, C.D. Hammond, Arthur 
Johnson, C.M. Roser, Lew B. Brown, George Gandy, Perry Snell, G.B. Haines, Soren Lund, 
G.T. Bailey and Noel E. Mitchell.7 
 
   As soon as Benoist and Fansler signed the contract with the city, they sent word to Tony 
Jannus to prepare Benoist flying boat number 43 for rail shipment to St. Petersburg. On Tuesday, 
December 23, the disassembled flying boat was crated and loaded onto a railroad fright car 
headed for St. Petersburg and expected to arrive no later than Christmas day. Meanwhile, 
Benoist returned briefly to St. Louis, and Fansler went to Jacksonville to move his pregnant wife 
to St. Petersburg. By Christmas, the Benoist crew and Fansler were in St. Petersburg, where they 
discovered the flying boat had been lost. Railroad authorities had no idea what had happened to 
the half-ton aircraft. The phantom aircraft did little to reassure St. Petersburg officials that the 
airline was anything more than hot air. However, seven days after leaving Paducah, the missing 
flying boat was located and arrived at the St. Petersburg freight yard on December 30.8 As soon 
as the railroad flat car was pushed to a spur below First Street, the crew set about putting the 
dismantled flying boat together.9 
 
   Benoist flying boat number 43 had originally been constructed in May 1913. Powered by a 
seventy-five-horsepower Roberts engine, the aircraft had a top speed of sixty-four miles per 
hour, but it could carry only two people, including the pilot. The plane weighed approximately 
fifteen hundred pounds, had a wingspan of forty-five feet and was twenty-six feet in length from 
nose to tail. The engine was placed in the hull, directly behind the pilot; flying was both dirty and 
very noisy. The hull was constructed of three thicknesses of spruce with doped fabric layered 
between them. Six water-tight compartments in the hull made the craft buoyant in the water. 
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Shortly after delivery of Benoist number 43 to its owner in June 1913, the flying boat crashed in 
Minnesota and was largely destroyed, but it was rebuilt at Benoist’s St. Louis factory and 
returned to service. In St. Petersburg it would make history.10 
Tony Jannus at the controls of Benoist flying boat number 43. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Florida Aviation Historical Society.
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   On January 1, 1914, three thousand people jammed St. Petersburg’s water front. The Italian 
Band of Johnny Jones Carnival played Dixie. The first ticket on the St. Petersburg-Tampa 
Airboat Line was auctioned off by R.C. Bannister. At 9:15 a.m., Bannister held up his hand and 
the auction began. With a bid of $400, A.C. Pheil, the former mayor of St. Petersburg, won the 
right to become the first paying passenger on the world’s first airline. 
 
   Percival Fansler stood in the sand to address the crowd. Dressed in his trademark dark suit, 
complete with vest and bow tie, Fansler spoke briefly. He looked at the crowd and said: “The 
Airboat Line to Tampa will be only a forerunner of great activity along these lines in the future. 
A new factor in transportation has come above the horizon – literally – and within a few days the 
air above Tampa Bay and its tributaries will be filled with swiftly moving craft carrying 
passengers on a regular schedule at rates little above those charged for land trips in hired 
automobiles.”11 
 
   The loading platform at St. Petersburg was little more than a hastily constructed dock of 2x4s, 
measuring approximately twenty-five feet long by six feet wide. The flying boat sat on it, so 
passengers could enter the aircraft without getting their feet wet. During the speeches and 
ceremonies, J.D. Smith, the mechanic, nervously made last-minute adjustments to the flying 
boat's seventy-five-horsepower Roberts engine. 
 
   Tony Jannus spoke after Fansler. In his brief remarks he promised to “always keep the maxim 
‘safety first’ foremost in my mind.” Jannus then climbed into the flying boat’s cockpit. Fansler 
helped the elderly Pheil into the passenger seat next to the pilot. Jannus stood up and cranked the 
engine with the starting bar. At 10 a.m., Jannus taxied the flying boat out of the enclosed harbor 
toward Tampa Bay. After building up adequate speed, the airboat rose out of the water. Fifteen 
feet above the water, Jannus headed toward Tampa.12 Years later, Percival Fansler recalled, 
“Rapidly old 43 dwindled in size, winging her way towards Tampa. The crowd settled down to 
wait. I heard many interesting comments during the next few minutes. Some said she’d fall into 
the water before she got half-way across, and I doubt if many actually believed the trip would be 
carried out on schedule. At 10:26 a.m. the telephone rang and my elation could not be concealed 
as I heard the attendant at the Tampa terminal say, ‘Tony’s coming up the river, and there’s a big 
crowd yelling their heads off.’”13 The “terminal” at Tampa was little more than a mud bank on 
the Hillsborough River. 
 
   A crowd of two thousand people alongside the Hillsborough River awaited Jannus’s arrival in 
Tampa. An estimated one thousand spectators gathered on the Lafayette Street Bridge with 
another five hundred gathered on the opposite side of the river.14 The crowd had to be held back 
by police while W. C. Burgert and W.A. Fishbaugh photographed the event. After their arrival 
Jannus and Pheil bowed and smiled while three moving picture cameramen recorded the historic 
scene. Twenty-five years after this famous flight, Mrs. Lottie C. Pheil recalled her husband’s 
eagerness and her fear. She remembered, “He had talked about it for several days. He was dead 
set on going. I was home when the bidding was conducted for the honor of being the first 
passenger, and did not know that he had bid the highest. When I got there, he was in the plane 
about to take off. I was worried all the time he was gone.”15 
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   At eleven o’clock, Jannus began his return to St. Petersburg. The flight took only twenty 
minutes. That afternoon, Noel Mitchell paid $175 for the second scheduled round trip between 
St. Petersburg and Tampa. The resulting $615 was donated to the city of St. Petersburg and used 
to purchase a pair of harbor channel lights. 
 
   The cost for a one-way trip was five dollars. A round trip was ten dollars. Special flights were 
available at a minimum charge of fifteen dollars. Passengers were permitted a weight of 200 
pounds. Excess was charged at five dollars per 100 pounds with a minimum charge of 
twenty-five cents. Express rates were five dollars per 100 pounds and provided hangar-to-hangar 
service. Weekly revenues for the six-day week of scheduled operations amounted to only $120 – 
barely enough to cover expenses.16 
 
   Even before Fansler and Benoist had received approval for the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat 
Line, they had already envisioned expansion. St. Petersburg would serve as their hub, with ever 
increasing spokes to area towns such as Bradenton, Safety Harbor, Tarpon Springs and 
Clearwater. Once the Florida expansion was successfully accomplished, they intended to push 
north. During the summer, they foresaw connecting the shores of New Jersey, Connecticut and 
New York.17 
 
Posing for the inaugural flight were (from left to right): Percival Elliot Fansler, the airline’s 
business manager; Abram C. Pheil, the first passenger; and Tony Jannus, the pilot. 
 
Photograph courtesy of St. Petersburg News Bureau.
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   Percival Fansler did everything he could to market and publicize the airline. On the second day 
of operation, an advertising flyer promised “fast passenger and express service.” Each day, a 
cargo of the St. Petersburg Times newspaper was flown to Tampa and distributed. The editor of 
the paper claimed that the St. Petersburg Times was the first newspaper in the world to use flying 
machines to deliver papers.18 However, that was not true. As early as July 1912, a pilot flew 
from Hillsdale to Adrian, Michigan – a distance of thirty-six miles – to deliver copies of the 
Hillsdale Daily.19 
 
   The company’s first woman passenger was carried on January 2. Mae Peabody of Dubuque, 
Iowa, contracted for a charter flight before the airline’s scheduled morning trip to Tampa. The 
weather had been bad, with heavy winds. Jannus tried to dissuade Peabody from flying, but she 
insisted. For her perseverance, Mae Peabody earned the distinction of being the first woman to 
fly in St. Petersburg, as well as the first woman ever carried on the world’s first scheduled 
airline.20 
 
   On January 2, the scheduled afternoon flight ended with Jannus and the disabled flying boat 
floating helplessly in the middle of Tampa Bay. Glenn Smith, a flying student was Jannus’s 
passenger. At the halfway point of the return flight from Tampa, the Roberts engine had lost 
power, and Jannus landed in the bay. People on the shore who had seen the landing dispatched a 
motor boat to offer assistance. Jannus assured the would-be rescuers that everything was all 
right. However, Smith was concerned that he would be late for his afternoon shift at the post 
office, so he dove out of the aircraft and swam to the boat. (Tampa newspapers later claimed that 
passengers were so desperate to get out of the flying boat that they were willing to swim to 
shore.) Shortly afterward, Jannus repaired the engine problem and arrived at the hangar fifteen 
minutes before the motor boat. On takeoff, the flying boat had sustained minor damage requiring 
repair, so one flight had to be cancelled. Nevertheless, the airline’s record of operation was 
nearly unblemished. According to Jannus, “In the entire season of three months the Airboat Line 
was laid up only four days because of mechanical troubles.... All told the repairs for motors and 
planes did not quite reach the $100 mark.”21 
 
   On January 6, a governmental flap arose that threatened to shut down the airline. After the 
arrival of the morning flight at Tampa, Jannus was accosted by a Tampa port inspector, who 
inspected the flying boat for life preservers, fog horn, charts, lights and pilot rules. Jannus was 
informed that his flying boat fell under the laws governing motor boats and required licensing. If 
the airline could not produce a license issued by the United States Department of Commerce, it 
would not be permitted to carry passengers. Before the situation was finally resolved, it took a 
six-page ruling by the federal government, declaring that “the hydroaeroplane at present plying 
between St. Petersburg and Tampa is a ‘motor boat’ within the letter as well as within the spirit 
of the Motor Boat Act.”22 Tony and Roger Jannus had already applied to the U.S. Department of 
Commerce for a license, which made the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line the world’s first 
regulated airline. 
 
   Soon the airline proved its value as freight hauler. On January 12, Hefner’s grocery store in St. 
Petersburg ran out of ham and bacon. Replenishment from Tampa required at least a day by land, 
so L.C. Hefner asked Fansler if he would carry a load of hams and bacon from Tampa on the 
morning flight. With Fansler’s agreement, Hefner cabled his order to Tampa at 8:52 a.m. By 
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11:25, a shipment of twenty-two pounds of ham and eighteen pounds of bacon had arrived by air 
in St. Petersburg.23 The unique cargo received wide press coverage in American newspapers and 
magazines. Hefner’s newly coined advertising claim became, “Although they came high, the 
price is low.”24 
 
   The hangar promised by the city of St. Petersburg in the original contract took longer than 
expected to complete. While in St. Louis, Benoist took an active part in the planning of the 
hangar. He personally drew up the plans for its construction and forwarded them to Noel 
Mitchell. The plans were then given to C.D. Hammond, the city’s commissioner of public works. 
When St. Petersburg’s carpenters complained that Hammond intended to use non-local labor, 
construction came to a halt since unemployed local carpenters threatened a labor action. A 
compromise permitted work to continue, but the delays forced the airline to operate out of doors 
until the hangar was completed in late January.25 On February 9, Fansler claimed the subsidy 
guaranteed by his contract with St. Petersburg. He billed the city for $540 to cover the period of 
January 2 through January 31.26 
 
   Demand for service was so high that Benoist shipped two additional flying boats toward the 
latter part of January. Number 43 and number 45 were used for both scheduled and chartered 
passenger service. A smaller flying boat, named the Kitt n, served as a training aircraft, until it 
crashed while being flown by student Heinrich Evers. Only its Roberts engine was salvageable.27 
By mid-February, Benoist’s St. Petersburg flying school had five students. They included 
The hangar constructed for the airboat line by the City of St. Petersburg. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Florida Aviation Historical Society.
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Heinrich Evers, Lloyd South, Harry Railsback, Glenn I. Smith and J.D. Smith. Roger Jannus and 
Weldon B. Cooke of St. Louis gradually took charge of the day-to-day operation of the airline 
while Tony used the larger flying boat for charter and exhibition work.28 
 
   In February, the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line encountered competition. However, it was 
competition for attention, not for the transport of passengers. Raymond V. Morriss, a pilot for 
Glenn Curtiss, arrived in St. Petersburg and awaited the arrival of his own flying boat, a Curtiss 
M boat. Characterized as one of the most attractive flying boats ever built by Curtiss, the M boat 
had been designed and constructed specifically for Morriss, who announced that he intended to 
use St. Petersburg as his base to train for several international races scheduled for Europe during 
the coming summer.29 
 
   On March 31, the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line made its last flight. Tom Benoist 
departed the city almost immediately and headed back to St. Louis in order to oversee the final 
details of a flying boat currently under construction. Just prior to Benoist’s departure, he said, 
“We have not made much money but I believe we have proved that the airplane can be 
successfully used as a regular means of transportation and commercial carrier.” The Jannus 
brothers were not yet ready to leave Florida, and Tony announced that he would continue to 
provide scheduled service between St. Petersburg and Tampa three times a week. The flight 
school still trained students.30 
 
   Percival Fansler also remained in St. Petersburg. He was determined not to allow the airline to 
go out of business without a fight. On April 7, Fansler met with the Board of Trade and 
attempted to get the contract renewed, creating a permanent locally based airline. He was advised 
to prepare a written proposal for the board of governors. However, interest in an airline as an 
every day practical means of transportation had faded. The leaders of St. Petersburg had their 
eyes set on the Tampa and Gulf Railroad. Fansler and Charles R. Hall tried to form a company, 
but they failed to secure either the private capitalization or the city’s support.31 
 
   Many have claimed that the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line was nothing more than a 
publicity stunt. The leaders of St. Petersburg may have intended it as such, but that was 
definitely not the motivation of Fansler, Benoist and Jannus. Edward A. Korn, Tony Jannus’s 
assistant at Kinloch Field in St. Louis, recalled that “...the first commercial airline, ‘St. 
Petersburg-Tampa’ was not a publicity stunt, it was down to earth business.”32 
 
   Benoist and Fansler never expected to make a lot of money in St. Petersburg, at least not at 
first. Instead, they hoped to demonstrate that air travel was practical in any kind of weather. 
Barely self-sustaining, the airline operated on a shoestring budget with a very limited cash flow. 
At one point, for example, Jannus wanted to conduct some experiments regarding air turbulence 
that would have required the use of smudge pots. Fansler wrote, “But such crude experiments 
cost money, and there was just about enough of that to keep the gang from being hungry.”33 
Once, when talking about the airline’s fleet, Fansler said, “Tom Benoist had one [flying boat] 
finished, but not entirely paid for, as he had almost no working capital.”34 
 
   The airline definitely proved that it could carry passengers on a scheduled basis and that a 
demand existed. The two machines used by the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line logged a total 
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of 11,000 miles and carried a total of 1,205 passengers.35 The three-month life of the airline 
changed commercial aviation forever. Out of the experiment by Fansler, Benoist, Jannus and the 
forward-thinking businessmen, St. Petersburg pioneered a new means of public conveyance. The 
St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line was not only the first scheduled airline in the world, but it 
also was the first subsidized airline, the first airline to be regulated by the government and the 
first airline to require government licensing of its pilots. In addition, the St. Petersburg-Tampa 
Airboat Line’s insistence on safety-first produced the so-called pilot’s choice in which the 
decision to fly or not fly was left to the pilot. The airline proved the dependability, practicality 
and safety of scheduled air service. 
 
   Tony Jannus returned to St. Petersburg in January 1915, anxious to relive the success of the 
past year. He planned to fly the rebuilt Benoist number 45, renamed the Florida and owned by 
L.E. McLain. When Jannus had left St. Petersburg the previous May, he was extremely 
complimentary about the town's citizens and officials, saying “All told we believe that our work 
has stamped St. Petersburg as the aviation headquarters of Florida and this, of course, is largely 
due to the hearty co-operation of the city and citizens of the town.”36 I  less that a year’s time, 
his mood toward the city that had once showered him with accolades and adoration had turned 
rancorous. Because the St. Petersburg Board of Trade refused to renew any subsidies, Jannus 
stipulated that tickets had to be sold only in Tampa.37 
Benoist flying boat number 45 was capable of carrying three people. 
 
Photograph courtesy of St. Petersburg News Bureau.
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   The successes of the prior year were not repeated. On February 25, 1915, while flying with 
Ruth Crawford of Baltimore, Jannus crashed the Florida into Tampa Bay. He was unhurt, and 
his passenger sustained only minor injury. However, the Florida was virtually destroyed. Only a 
month after his triumphant return to St. Petersburg, Tony Jannus folded the operation and. left 
town.38 
 
   The fate of the two flying boats used by the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line has been a 
source of confusion. For many years, it was believed that the Benoist model 13, number 43 
flying boat was sold to St. Petersburg resident L.E. McLain. He then supposedly hired Byrd 
Latham as his pilot, who took the flying boat to Conneaut Lake, Pennsylvania, where it was 
crashed, rebuilt, and brought back to St. Petersburg and renamed the Florida. That is not the 
case. Number 43 was still owned by Julius Barnes of Duluth. When Tony and Roger Jannus and 
J.D. Smith left St. Petersburg in 1914, they took number 43 with them. Number 45, the second 
Benoist flying boat to be shipped to St. Petersburg was actually the one purchased by McLain. 
Several sources prove this. The most reliable, was none other than J.D. Smith, the airline’s me-
chanic. In 1939, Smith examined a picture of a Benoist flying boat that he had personally crashed 
while flying in San Diego, California, in 1915. He looked at the photograph and exclaimed, 
“That’s a picture of old 43. It was taken right after I crashed her up in the bay at San Diego in 
1915.”39 
 
   Throughout the years, several individuals have challenged the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat 
Line’s claim as the world’s first scheduled airline. Some have pointed to an airline, operated by 
Silas Christofferson, that carried passengers between San Francisco and Oakland, but only on an 
ad hoc basis. H.P. Christofferson, brother of Silas, wrote that “it was not run on schedule, or did 
we carry mail or express.”40 Further confirmation of the Florida claim came from the federal 
government. In a nationwide radio broadcast, as part of the series “Early Wings for Commerce,” 
the U.S. Department of Interior stated in 1939: “The carrying of passengers by heavier-than-air 
craft scheduled over an established route was first achieved in America. This was the St. Peters-
burg-Tampa Airboat Line, organized by L.A. Whitney and P.E. Fansler.”41 Thus, the honor of 
being the first scheduled airline rightfully belongs to the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line. 
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